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Introduction to the Bible:  

Overview, Themes, Canonization, and Interpretation. 

 

Welcome to this enriching journey through one of the world’s most widely read and influential 

books—the Bible. This course provides a foundational understanding of the Bible’s structure, 

themes, canonization, and interpretation tools. Whether you are a seeker, scholar, or simply 

curious about religious texts, this course has something for everyone. 

 

Did You Know? 

• Oldest Book: Did you know that the oldest book in the Bible is not Genesis but Job? 

• Different Canons: Did you know that the Roman Catholic, Protestant, and Eastern 

Orthodox Bibles each have a slightly different number of books in their Old Testament? 

• Language Spectrum: Did you know that while the Old Testament was primarily written 

in Hebrew, the New Testament was written in Greek? 

• Biblical Prophecies: Did you know that the Bible contains over 2,000 prophecies, many 

of which Christians believe were fulfilled in Jesus Christ? 

Fun Facts 

• There are more than 120 different animals mentioned in the Bible! 

• The shortest verse in the Bible is John 11:35: “Jesus wept.” 
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Overview and Themes 

 

The Old Testament 

The Old Testament, also known as the Hebrew Bible or the Tanakh, is organized into four main 

sections: the Pentateuch, the Historical Books, the Wisdom Books, and the Prophets. 

The Pentateuch (also known as the Torah) consists of the first five books of the Old Testament: 

Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. These books provide an account of 

creation, the early history of humanity, the stories of the patriarchs (Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob), 

the deliverance of the Israelites from slavery in Egypt, and the giving of the Law to Moses on 

Mount Sinai. 

The Historical Books consist of twelve books: Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1 Samuel, 2 Samuel, 1 

Kings, 2 Kings, 1 Chronicles, 2 Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther. These books provide a 

history of Israel, from the conquest of Canaan by Joshua to the rebuilding of the temple in 

Jerusalem after the Babylonian exile. 

The Wisdom Books consist of five books: Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and the Song of 

Solomon (also known as the Song of Songs). These books contain poetry, wisdom sayings, and 

philosophical reflections on the nature of God, human life, and the world. 

The Prophets consist of 17 books: Isaiah, Jeremiah, Lamentations, Ezekiel, and Daniel, and the 

twelve Minor Prophets (Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, 

Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi). These books contain the writings and oracles of the 

prophets who spoke to Israel during different periods of its history, calling the people to 

repentance, warning of impending judgment, and offering hope for restoration and redemption. 

*In some Christian Bibles, the order of the books may vary slightly, but the content remains the 

same. 

Thematic Overview 

The Old Testament in the Bible tells the story of God’s relationship with humanity, from the 

creation of the world to the Babylonian exile of the Israelites. The narrative can be divided into 

several key themes and events: 

• Creation: The first book of the Old Testament, Genesis, describes the creation of the 

world and the first humans, Adam and Eve. 

• Patriarchs: The stories of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, who are known as the patriarchs, 

are told in Genesis. These individuals are considered the fathers of the Israelite people, 

and their stories describe their relationships with God and their struggles to remain 

faithful. 

• Exodus: The second book of the Old Testament, Exodus, tells the story of how God 

delivered the Israelites from slavery in Egypt, led them through the wilderness, and gave 

them the Ten Commandments. 
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• Conquest: The books of Joshua and Judges describe the Israelites’ conquest of Canaan, 

the Promised Land. 

• Kings: The books of 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 and 2 Kings, and 1 and 2 Chronicles describe the 

reigns of the Israelite kings, including Saul, David, and Solomon. 

• Prophets: The Old Testament includes the writings of the prophets, who God called to 

speak to the Israelites about their sin and their need to repent. The prophetic books 

include Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel, among others. 

• Exile: The Old Testament ends with the Babylonian exile, during which the Israelites 

were taken captive to Babylon and remained there for 70 years. 

Throughout the Old Testament, the theme of God’s covenant with the Israelites runs 

consistently. God promised to be their God and to bless them if they remained faithful to him, 

but also warned of consequences if they did not. The Old Testament also includes many 

prophecies about the coming of a Savior, which are fulfilled in the New Testament with the 

arrival of Jesus Christ. 

 

The Hebrew Scriptures 

The Hebrew Bible, also known as the Tanakh, is an essential text in Judaism and serves as the 

Old Testament in the Christian Bible. The Tanakh is the primary religious text for Judaism, and 

it contains teachings that are both religious and ethical in nature. Below is both a structural and 

thematic overview. 

Structural Overview 

The Hebrew Bible is traditionally divided into three main sections: 

Torah (Pentateuch): This includes the first five books: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and 

Deuteronomy. These books describe the creation of the world, the patriarchal history of Israel, 

the Exodus from Egypt, and the giving of the Torah (Law) at Mount Sinai. 

Nevi’im (Prophets): This section is divided into the Former Prophets—Joshua, Judges, 1 and 2 

Samuel, 1 and 2 Kings—and the Latter Prophets—Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, and the 

Twelve Minor Prophets. 

Ketuvim (Writings): This section comprises a diverse collection of texts, including poetry 

(Psalms, Proverbs), history (1 and 2 Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah), and wisdom literature (Job, 

Ecclesiastes). 

Thematic Overview 

Some of the key teachings of the Tanakh include: 

• Monotheism: The Tanakh teaches that there is only one God, who is the creator and 

sustainer of the universe. This belief in one God is central to Judaism. 
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• Covenant: The Tanakh describes a covenant between God and the Jewish people. This 

covenant includes the giving of the Torah, the observance of commandments, and the 

promise of protection and blessing for the Jewish people. 

• Ethics: The Tanakh emphasizes the importance of ethical behavior, including honesty, 

justice, kindness, and compassion. These values are considered essential for living a good 

life and for building a just society. 

• Prophets: The Tanakh contains the teachings of numerous prophets who spoke on behalf 

of God. These prophets called on the Jewish people to repent, observe the 

commandments, and live ethical lives. 

• Messiah: The Tanakh contains prophecies about a coming Messiah who will bring 

redemption and salvation to the Jewish people. 

• Land of Israel: The Tanakh teaches that the Land of Israel is a sacred land that God 

promised to the Jewish people. The Jewish people have a special relationship with this 

land, and it is central to Jewish identity. 

Overall, the Tanakh teaches the importance of a close relationship with God, ethical behavior, 

and a commitment to the Jewish people and their homeland. 

 

The New Testament 

The New Testament is a collection of 27 books traditionally divided into several categories: the 

Gospels, the Acts of the Apostles, the Pauline Epistles, the General Epistles, and the Book of 

Revelation. These texts are written primarily in Greek and are believed to have been composed 

between the late 1st century CE and the early 2nd century CE. 

The Gospels 

The first four books of the New Testament—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—are known as the 

Gospels. These books tell the story of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, each from 

its own perspective. While Matthew, Mark, and Luke are often referred to as the “Synoptic 

Gospels” because of their similar structure and content, John’s Gospel is more theological in 

nature and has a different narrative style. 

• Matthew: Written for a Jewish audience, this Gospel emphasizes Jesus as the prophesied 

Messiah. 

• Mark: Considered the earliest Gospel, it provides a fast-paced account of Jesus’ life, 

focusing on his actions more than his teachings. 

• Luke: Written by a physician, Luke aims to provide a historically accurate account of 

Jesus’ life and emphasizes themes of social justice. 

• John: Focuses on the divine nature of Jesus, emphasizing his teachings and signs. 

The Acts of the Apostles 
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The book of Acts serves as a sequel to the Gospel of Luke and narrates the early history of the 

Christian Church. It describes the events of Pentecost, the spread of Christianity through the 

work of the Apostles, especially Peter and Paul, and the challenges faced by early Christians. 

The Pauline Epistles 

These are letters written by the Apostle Paul and are often divided into two categories: the 

“Major Epistles” and the “Pastoral Epistles.” 

• Major Epistles: Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, 

Colossians, and 1 and 2 Thessalonians (*Philemon). These letters address theological 

issues and ethical questions and offer encouragement and instruction to the early 

Christian communities. 

• Pastoral Epistles: 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus. These are more focused on church 

governance and pastoral care. 

The General Epistles 

These letters are written by various authors, including James, 1 and 2 Peter, 1, 2 and 3 John, and 

Jude. These letters address practical and ethical issues facing the early church and often 

encourage believers to maintain faith amid difficulties. 

The Book of Revelation 

This is the final book of the New Testament and is a work of apocalyptic literature. It was 

written by the Apostle John and describes visions, symbols, and prophecies concerning the end 

times and new beginnings, the final judgment, and the ultimate triumph of good over evil. 

Thematic Overview 

The New Testament in the Christian Bible focuses on the life, teachings, death, and resurrection 

of Jesus Christ, as well as the early Christian community’s efforts to spread His message. Several 

key themes and events emerge through this collection of texts: 

• Incarnation: The Gospels—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—begin with the miraculous 

birth of Jesus Christ, known as the Incarnation, wherein God becomes human. This sets 

the stage for the events that follow, emphasizing the dual nature of Jesus as both divine 

and human. 

• Ministry and Teachings: The Gospels continue to describe Jesus’ public ministry, where 

he performs miracles, offers parables, and presents ethical teachings like the Sermon on 

the Mount. These actions and teachings draw people to Him but also stir controversy. 

• Passion and Resurrection: A significant portion of the Gospels is dedicated to the 

Passion, the series of events leading up to Jesus’ crucifixion. His subsequent resurrection 

is the cornerstone of the Christian faith, signifying victory over sin and death. 

• The Holy Spirit and the Church: The book of Acts discusses the role of the Holy Spirit, 

first manifested dramatically at Pentecost. The Holy Spirit empowers the Apostles and 

early Christians to spread the Gospel, performing miracles and enduring persecutions. 
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• Salvation and Grace: One of the central themes throughout the New Testament is the 

concept of salvation through faith in Jesus Christ. Paul’s Epistles, in particular, 

emphasize that salvation is a gift of grace, not a result of human works. 

• The New Covenant: Throughout the New Testament, the theme of a new covenant is 

consistently present. Unlike the Old Covenant, which was focused on the Israelites’ 

obedience to the Law, the New Covenant is based on faith in Jesus Christ, who fulfills the 

Law and the prophecies of the Old Testament. 

• Ethical Living: In addition to doctrinal teachings, the New Testament offers 

comprehensive ethical guidance, emphasizing love, forgiveness, and humility as central 

virtues. 

• End Times, New Beginnings, and Eternal Life: The New Testament concludes with the 

Book of Revelation, an apocalyptic text that offers symbolic visions of the end of the 

world, final judgment, new beginnings, and the eternal kingdom of God. 

 

The New Testament can be seen as the fulfillment of promises and prophecies made in the Old 

Testament, bringing to fruition the themes of God’s covenant and the hope for salvation. It 

serves as both a historical account and a theological exposition, underpinning the beliefs and 

practices of Christianity. 
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Canonization of the Hebrew Bible (Old Testament)  

and New Testament 

 

Hebrew Bible (Old Testament) 

Criteria for Inclusion: 

• Divine Inspiration: A text had to be believed to be divinely inspired or revealed. 

• Usage: The text had to be widely used and accepted by Jewish communities. 

• Consistency: The text had to be consistent with the Torah, the foundational text of 

Judaism. 

• Language and Style: Often, the original language (Hebrew, with a few portions in 

Aramaic) and the style of writing were considered. 

 

Process: 

• Oral to Written: Initial formulations were oral traditions that were later committed to 

writing. Oral traditions in ancient Israel likely began to transition to written form during 

the early monarchy period, around the 12th to 11th centuries BCE, possibly to serve 

administrative and liturgical needs. This written stage saw further development during 

significant historical moments, such as the Babylonian Exile in the 6th century BCE, 

when preserving cultural and religious identity became especially important. 

• Separate Collections: Initially, the texts were separate scrolls kept in various locations. 

These were collected into libraries, like the one in Jerusalem’s temple. 

• Textual Evaluation: Religious leaders, scribes, and scholars engaged in evaluating and 

preserving the texts. 

• Rabbinical Discussion: Rabbinical authorities debated the inclusion of certain books 

(like Ecclesiastes (pessimistic tone) and Song of Songs (lack of explicit theological 

content) in the canon. 

• Sealing the Canon: The canon was likely “sealed” by the end of the 1st century CE or 

the early 2nd century CE. The Council of Jamnia (c. 90 CE) is sometimes cited as a 

pivotal moment, although scholarly consensus on its role is not unanimous. 

 

 

New Testament 

Criteria for Inclusion: 

• Apostolic Origin: Texts attributed to the apostles or their close associates were given 

higher priority. 

• Orthodoxy: Texts had to conform to the “rule of faith,” or the mainstream beliefs of the 

Christian community. 
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• Catholicity: The text had to be accepted and used by the church universal, not just by a 

specific sect. 

• Traditional Use: Texts that had been traditionally used in liturgy and teaching were 

favored. 

 

Process: 

• Early Letters and Narratives: The earliest Christian writings were letters (e.g., Pauline 

epistles) followed by narrative accounts (Gospels). 

• Usage in Liturgy: Texts were used in Christian worship, providing an initial form of 

“canon” in practice if not in theory. 

• Lists and Canon Proposals: Early lists like the Muratorian Canon (c. 170 CE) provided 

an idea of what books were considered authoritative. 

• Heretical Movements: The rise of heretical movements like Gnosticism pressured the 

church to define an authoritative list of texts. 

• Endorsement by Church Fathers: Early Church Fathers like Athanasius endorsed 

certain texts. 

• Councils: Local councils like the Councils of Hippo (393 CE) and Carthage (397 CE) 

ratified the New Testament canon, which was later affirmed by broader councils. 

• The Vulgate: St. Jerome’s Latin Vulgate (late 4th century) included the 27 books of the 

New Testament, further affirming the canon. 

 

It is worth noting that while the Protestant Old Testament generally conforms to the Jewish 

Tanakh, the Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Old Testaments include additional texts known as 

the Deuterocanonical books (or “Apocrypha” in Protestant terminology). The New Testament 

canon is largely agreed upon across major Christian denominations. 
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Interpretation of the Bible 

The Bible is one of the most widely read and studied texts in human history, with interpretations 

that span across various traditions, denominations, and academic disciplines. How one reads and 

interprets the Bible can vary significantly depending on various factors such as cultural context, 

religious tradition, and individual perspective. Below are some of the different ways the Bible is 

read and interpreted, as well as the particular aspects considered in these processes: 

 

Literal Interpretation 

• Historical-Grammatical Method: This method tries to understand the text by looking at 

its historical context and grammatical structure. It aims to find the “plain meaning” of the 

text, considering the norms and practices of the period in which it was written. 

Explanation: Imagine you find an old letter from your grandparent talking about life when they 

were a kid. To understand it, you’d ask questions like, “What was life like back then?”  

Ask: “What did the word ‘Sabbath’ mean to people living at the time this part of the Bible was 

written?” 

• Fundamentalist Approach: This approach takes every word in the Bible as literally true 

and historically accurate. While similar to the historical-grammatical method, it often 

neglects historical context and cultural nuances. 

Explanation: This is like reading a book and believing that everything in it happened exactly as it 

says, word for word. If the book says a dragon showed up, then a dragon really showed up!  

Ask: “Does the Bible say that God created the world in seven literal days?” 

 

Allegorical or Symbolic Interpretation 

• Mystical (Spiritualization) Approach: This reading focuses on finding hidden or 

spiritual meanings behind the text, often looking for analogies or symbolic narratives that 

point to spiritual truths. 

Explanation: Imagine reading a fairy tale and thinking that the brave knight represents courage 

and the dark forest represents fear.  

Ask: “What does the ‘manna from heaven’ symbolize in a spiritual sense?” 

• Typological Interpretation: This approach sees events, characters, or items in the Old 

Testament as “types” that foreshadow events or truths revealed in the New Testament. 

Explanation: This is like noticing that a character in the beginning of a book learns something 

that helps them in a big way at the end. People who read the Bible this way think that early 

stories are sneak peeks of what happens later.  
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Ask: “How is Moses a ‘type’ or preview of Jesus?” 

 

Thematic Interpretation 

• Canonical Approach: This interpretation views the Bible as a unified whole, with each 

part contributing to the overall message or theme. It looks for connections and coherence 

throughout the text. 

Explanation: This is like watching all the episodes of a TV show and understanding that there’s 

one big story happening, not just a bunch of little ones. People use this approach to see how all 

the parts of the Bible fit together. 

Ask: “How does the story of Adam and Eve relate to the idea of salvation throughout the Bible?” 

• Theological Interpretation: This approach focuses on extracting doctrinal truths and 

understanding the nature of God, salvation, and other theological concepts from the 

Bible. 

Explanation: This way of reading the Bible focuses on learning about God, like what God is like 

and how God wants us to behave. 

Ask: “What does the Bible say about the nature of God’s love?” 

 

Contextual Interpretation 

• Social-Scientific Criticism: This method considers the sociocultural context in which the 

text was written, examining aspects like economics, politics, and social norms to 

understand its message. 

Explanation: This is like watching a movie and thinking about what people are wearing, how 

they are living, and what’s happening in their world. It helps you get what the Bible is saying by 

knowing what life was like back then. 

Ask: “What role did the Roman Empire play in the life of early Christians as described in the 

New Testament?” 

• Feminist and Liberation Theologies: These approaches focus on aspects of social 

justice, examining how the Bible speaks to issues like gender, class, and oppression. 

Explanation: Imagine reading a story and focusing on how girls and boys are treated differently 

or how some people are not treated fairly. 

Ask: “How does the Bible address the issue of women’s rights or social justice?” 

 

Literary Analysis 
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• Narrative Criticism: This approach views the Bible as literature, focusing on elements 

like plot, character, and literary devices to derive meaning. 

Explanation: This is like reading a story and paying attention to who the heroes are, where the 

adventure happens, and how the story makes you feel. 

Ask: “Who is the main character in the Book of Ruth, and what challenges do they overcome?” 

• Rhetorical Analysis: This focuses on the persuasive elements of the text, including how 

arguments are constructed and the means by which the text aims to convince the reader of 

its points. 

Explanation: This is like noticing how a friend convinces you to trade snacks with them. It 

focuses on how the Bible tries to convince you of something. 

Ask: “How does the Apostle Paul try to persuade the Corinthians to act in a certain way?” 

 

Comparative Studies 

• Intertextual Study: This considers the Bible in relation to other ancient texts and 

traditions. 

Explanation: This is like reading “Harry Potter” and then reading other magic books to better 

understand the wizarding world. People use this method to read the Bible alongside other old 

texts to get a full picture. 

Ask: “Are there similarities between the creation story in the Bible and creation stories in other 

ancient cultures?” 

• Source Criticism: This method tries to identify the various sources that may have been 

combined to produce the final text. 

Explanation: This is like being a detective and trying to figure out where the story originally 

came from. Was it a mix of older stories or did one person write it? 

Ask: “Were the first five books of the Old Testament written by one person or compiled from 

different sources?” 

 

Reader-Centered Approaches 

• Existential Interpretation: This approach focuses on the individual’s personal 

engagement with the text, examining how it speaks to the human condition. 

Explanation: This is reading a story and thinking about how it makes you feel and what it makes 

you wonder about life. 

Ask: “How does the story of Job make you think about suffering in your own life?” 
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• Lectio Divina: A contemplative approach that involves reading the text slowly and 

meditatively, aiming for a deeper spiritual understanding. 

Explanation: This is like reading a favorite book really slowly and thinking deeply about each 

sentence to understand it better. 

Ask: “When you read the Beatitudes slowly and carefully, what word or phrase stands out to you 

the most?” 

 

Considerations in Interpretation 

• Cultural Context: Understanding the norms, practices, and perspectives of the period in 

which the text was written. 

• Language: Understanding the nuances of the original languages (Hebrew, Aramaic, 

Greek) in which the Bible was written. 

• Tradition: The role of Church history, creeds, and doctrinal development in shaping the 

understanding of the text. 

• Personal Biases: Acknowledging that each reader comes to the text with their own set of 

beliefs, experiences, and perspectives that may influence interpretation. 

• Community Interpretation: Recognizing that interpretation often takes place within a 

community, whether that’s a church, an academic field, or a social group. 

The interpretive process is complex, and any single approach is likely to offer only a partial 

understanding of the text. Many scholars and theologians use a combination of these methods to 

arrive at a more comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the Bible. 

 


